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Abstract
The informal and often ad hoc nature of college admissions can deter DACAmented/
Undocumented students from applying, being admitted, or choosing to enroll in higher
education. Admissions offices can serve as a resource to these students, assisting them in
navigating this extensive process. The purpose of my research was to better understand the
DACAmented/Undocumented graduate student experience and explore how
DACAmented/Undocumented students’ needs could be better met in graduate admissions at
University of San Diego. The research questions guiding my study were (1) how could I
understand and enhance the DACAmented/Undocumented graduate student experience? and (2)
how could I work to implement organizational changes in a decentralized office? Through
surveys and interviews, I identified institutional resource and knowledge gaps. As a result of this
study, I created a website for DACAmented/Undocumented students and I am currently creating
a staff resource manual. Ultimately, the purpose of this project was to increase admissions staff
capacity to support DACAmented/Undocumented students.
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Understanding and Enhancing the Graduate Admissions Experience
For DACAmented/Undocumented Students
The 2010 U.S. Census Bureau estimates there are approximately 2.5 million
DACAmented/Undocumented youth under 18 living in the United States (Oliverez, 2010).
Thousands of these young people are admitted to undergraduate and graduate schools every year
(Passel, 2006). Due to their immigration status, DACAmented/Undocumented students face a
myriad of challenges as they move their way through the academic pipeline. One such obstacle
includes the college application process, which consists of researching and identifying colleges
students wish to apply, completing financial aid applications, filling out the applications, writing
personal essays, obtaining recommendation letters, deciphering tuition costs, and finding
scholarships to pay for college, among many others. College admissions offices can serve as a
resource to these students, assisting them in navigating this intimidatingly extensive process. The
informal and often ad hoc nature of college admissions can deter students from applying, being
admitted, or choosing to enroll. One repercussion of this experience is that many students are left
with a persisting perception they are not fully supported or welcome at institutions of higher
education (Nichols, 2017).
As an administrator in higher education at University of San Diego (USD), I work with
the value of equitable access to a college education, and I am passionate that college access and
success are social justice issues. Researchers in college access work are committed to increasing
the number of students who pursue education beyond high school and is focused on supporting
low-income students of color and first-generation students’ access and succeed in college. This
work is based on both historical and current barriers for students who come from underserved
communities. The system of higher education perpetuates inequalities that prevent these students
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from having equitable access to higher education. Both systematic oppression and institutional
racism play a huge role in this system of inequity and must be actively dismantled to truly
provide all aspiring students a fair chance to thrive in an institution of higher learning.
With the value of college access at the center of my work, I developed a concern around
the quality of service USD graduate admissions staff was providing
DACAmented/Undocumented students at the graduate level. In the two years I have worked in
graduate admissions, I have witnessed multiple DACAmented/Undocumented students receive
fewer resources, information, and assistance throughout their application process than
documented applicants. For example, I have seen DACAmented/Undocumented students get
conflicting information from USD administrators because staff do not know relevant policies
surrounding financial aid for this population. I have also seen students get passed from
department to department, which often results in the student having to disclose their immigration
status multiple times. While the service staff provide was never intentionally inferior to the
service being provided to documented students, the impact was still apparent:
DACAmented/Undocumented students were not receiving the same quality of an admission’s
experience as other more privileged students. This reality exemplifies the real-life effects of
institutional racism and systematic subordination of members of targeted groups who have less
social power in the United States. This subordination is supported by the actions of individuals
(admissions staff who are not equipped to fully serve certain student’s needs) and institutional
structures (a lack of committed resources to develop tools and knowledge that would close the
information gap of admissions staff; Adams, 2016). My action research sought to investigate the
underlying causes of this difference in service quality and address the lack of resources and
knowledge gaps.
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The purpose of my action research was to better understand the
DACAmented/Undocumented graduate student experience and explore how
DACAmented/Undocumented students’ needs can be better met within graduate admissions at
USD. I hoped to identify institutional resource and knowledge gaps, so the office could develop
a comprehensive and clearly delineated path for DACAmented/Undocumented students to
follow. An anticipated outcome or change I hoped to see was USD admissions staff increasing
their capacity to support DACAmented/Undocumented students, resulting in a more positive and
inclusive admissions process.
The following research questions were the focus of my action research project:
● Research Question 1: How could I understand and enhance the
DACAmented/Undocumented graduate student experience?
● Research Question 2: How could I work to implement organizational changes in
a decentralized office?
Literature Review
Throughout my literature review, I focused on research that would provide me with a
comprehensive overview of DACAmented/Undocumented student legislation, contemporary
academic scholarship on DACAmented/Undocumented students, institutional practices in
response to DACAmented/Undocumented students at religiously affiliated colleges and
universities, and social desire path analysis. A person is considered legally
DACAmented/Undocumented if they are either a recipient of DACA (Deferred Action for
Childhood Arrivals), a noncitizen who entered the U.S. without legal immigration status, or
person who stayed in the United States after their authorization period here (Oliverez et al.,
2006).
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I reviewed articles that summarized findings from the Ford Foundation’s Immigrant
Students National Position Paper (Jones & Nichols, 2017). The Ford Foundation conducted
research at 28 Jesuit colleges across the United States from 2010-2012. The findings of this study
are especially relevant to my action research, as Jesuit schools are deeply rooted in Catholic
social teaching. An important theme of Catholic social teaching (and for USD) is the dignity of
the human person. This theme was a key piece that drove my interest in my research and was a
value in which I centered my practice.
Inconsistent, informal, and ad hoc processes that result in negative student experiences
emerged as central themes and pain points for most DACAmented/Undocumented students who
had navigated the college admissions process (Klaf & Walts, 2017; Nichols & Guzman, 2017). A
consequence of the myriad of informal procedures is inconsistent student services and a
perception among DACAmented/Undocumented students that they are not fully supported at
institutions of higher education. This informality must be addressed by institutions to take action
to promote social justice, inclusiveness, and access; this work ties directly to my personal and
professional values as a higher education administrator. Many articles provided concrete,
measurable strategies and tactics to use at other institutions, one of which specifically provided
an extensive blueprint for implementation through a detailed case study (Klaf & Walts, 2017).
Some of these strategies included assessing institutional capacity to support
DACAmented/Undocumented students, establishing infrastructures of support, explicitly
communicating policies regarding admission, formalizing institutional contacts, including
student voices in policy development, providing web resources to prospective and current
students, and training staff and students. These articles assisted in identifying areas of
improvement that also arose in the institutional context I conducted research. Given my research
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participants were graduate admissions staff members, I paid keen attention to these recent studies
that highlight first-person narratives of DACAmented/Undocumented students.
In advancing my action research on the DACAmented/Undocumented graduate student
experience throughout the admissions process, a review of relevant literature demonstrate
administrators, faculty, and students are passionate about furthering the educational outcomes of
this demographic. As concluded in Klaf and Walts’s (2017) article, “we are all on the forefront
of a larger movement to accompany DACAmented/Undocumented students to a more accepting,
inclusive, and supportive path to higher education” (p. 166). These resources provided context
and direction as I conducted research in a burgeoning area of study.
While there has not been extensive research done on DACAmented/Undocumented
graduate students, several key dissertations published since the 2016 U.S. presidential election
provide ample synthesis of the status of DACAmented/Undocumented college students in higher
education. Subthemes that emerged from these studies were a) most higher education institutions
were at the early stages of developing resources for DACAmented/Undocumented students and
b) the importance of digital connections, networks, and information (Guajardo, 2018; Montiel,
2017). Throughout my process, I reflected on the social justice lens provided by Aguilar’s (2019)
development of DACAmented/Undocumented critical theory, which is a framework that
challenges immigrant binary rhetoric.
For institutions of higher education to provide an equitable college admissions
experience, prospective students with unique needs, such as DACAmented/Undocumented
students, require specialized treatment. While this specific demographic of students does not
make up a large percentage of a college’s total number of applicants, it is still important staff are
knowledgeable and feel comfortable addressing their distinct needs. Through studies that center
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first person narratives of DACAmented/Undocumented college students, patterns arise that
suggest there is room for vast improvements in the service-providing world of admissions
(Nichols, 2017).
One way in which employees at institutions of higher education deal with constraints
impacting DACAmented/Undocumented students at the organizational level is through informal
and collective strategies, identifiable as social desire paths. Social desire path analysis is a
sociological adaption of the concept of desire paths: the informal paths pedestrians make when
there are inadequate or no formal sidewalks. Christopher (2010) stated, “Desire paths are where
the system - the system of people in conjunction with their built environment - asserts itself” (p.
2). Similarly, Nichols (2019) contended identifying workarounds to existing rules and
organizational structures as social desire paths can provide a means for social scientists to show
how people “assert themselves” to get around barriers that exclude some groups (e.g.,
DACAmented/Undocumented students). This theory proved highly relevant in the outcomes of
my research. Social desire path analysis illustrates how some USD admissions staff are creating
projective and innovative informal practices that are further inclusive, even in the presence of
larger organizational and legal constraints.
My action research project involved a thorough and comprehensive needs assessment
survey. This assessment was a critical cycle of my project because I did not possess a general
understanding of staff admissions’ knowledge of this demographic. The results of this evaluation
provided a knowledge baseline. It provisioned where and how graduate admissions could
communicate identified resource needs to decentralized support offices across campus
(individual departmental admissions offices, financial aid, One Stop, etc.). Later cycles involved
fostering the development of further robust support services in these offices.
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Very few studies have been conducted on admissions practices as they relate to
DACAmented/Undocumented students. I wanted to learn the ways admissions offices and their
staff organize and structure their support to serve DACAmented/Undocumented students. I know
a clearly delineated admissions path for DACAmented/Undocumented graduate students will
create a less frustrating and formidable application process for this underserved community.
However, more evidence of this assertion needs to be produced through research and tested
application.
Context
My research was conducted at USD, a private Catholic institution. The university serves
students seeking both undergraduate and graduate degrees. I am professionally positioned within
graduate admissions, a decentralized admissions office responsible for supporting the
recruitment efforts of graduate programs, troubleshooting applicant and departmental application
issues, processing application materials for prospective graduate applicants, disseminating
admissions decisions, and enforcing university admission policies. Graduate admissions is
situated under the umbrella of Enrollment Management (EM), along with undergraduate
admissions, One Stop Student Center, Financial Aid, and the Registrar. Graduate admissions
works hand in hand with departmental admissions offices located within the colleges: School of
Leadership and Education Sciences, College of Arts and Sciences, Kroc School of Peace Studies,
Hahn School of Nursing and Health Sciences, Professional and Continuing Education, and
School of Business. The EM division reports to the Office of the Provost.
Graduate admissions is composed of six full time staff (associate director, assistant
director, three admission services assistants, and executive assistant) and three student assistants.
I currently work as the executive assistant, working to support the operations of the office,
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including managing cases for all programs via salesforce case management, information
technology troubleshooting, application processing, and design of the graduate admissions
website. I was fortunate that my supervisor (the associate director) was incredibly supportive of
my efforts to improve office procedure and support services, even when they may fall outside of
my prescribed job duties and responsibilities. I worked directly with the central graduate
admissions team outlined above and recruited additional participants from the aforementioned
departmental offices.
Methods I
I used David Coghlan and Teresa Brannick’s action research cycle. Expanded from the
original Lewinian action research form of three core activities (planning, action, and factfinding), this methodology (as shown in Figure 1) is comprised of a prestep (context and
purpose) and four basic steps: diagnosing, planning action, taking action, and evaluating action
(Coghlan & Brannick, 2009, p. 21). I was drawn to this method's focus on establishing strong
context and purpose, its capacity to support endless cycles of action (spirals), and a stressed
emphasis on the importance of collaboration in planning action.
Figure 1
Coughlan & Brannick’s Action Research Cycle

Note. Reprinted from Doing action research in your own organization by D. Coghlan and T.
Brannick, 2009, SAGE Publications.
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An epistemological assumption that led me to choose this method included its emphasis
on context and purpose. Graduate admissions offices across USD need to improve upon the
absent resources for DACAmented/Undocumented graduate students, and this model focuses the
project’s attention on a desired future state. Another key aspect of this preplanning stage is the
establishment of relationships that I collaborated with throughout my project. This emphasis
suited my needs as I had identified this task of relationship building as a potential challenge for
my project. I foresaw the nature of working in a highly decentralized office as being a hurdle that
required special efforts to develop these important relationships.
The first step taken in the cycle is diagnosing. Diagnosing involves naming the issues in
response to which actions will be planned and taken. The literature states it is critical to make
this step a collaborative one that engages relevant others, to ensure the action researcher is not
the sole expert diagnosing the issue (Coghlan & Brannick, 2009). Planning action (step two)
comes after careful analysis of context and purpose, followed by taking action (step three) with
planned interventions, and evaluating action (step four) outcomes (both intended and
unintended). Coghlan and Brannick (2009) also cautioned researchers against being rigid in
adapting these cycles so formally that it hinders creativity and natural pivots in project direction.
Action research is relevant to my work because it allowed me to: (1) be an active
participant in my research alongside admissions staff; (2) make changes to our admissions
processes throughout the research process; (3) incorporate the needs assessment results into my
work as a higher education administrator; and (4) have the opportunity to demonstrate leadership
in the hopes of bettering an inequitable system. I considered this breadth of relevancy to be a
strength of pursuing my research through the lens of action research. However, I am aware my
study is not without limitations or challenges.
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A chief criticism of action research is it may not be generalizable to other contexts.
However, through my literature review I was able to witness firsthand the value of smaller,
context specific studies conducted with DACAmented/Undocumented students. The myriad of
firsthand stories I read allowed clear themes to emerge, while not limiting or flattening the
DACAmented/Undocumented student experience to a singular and generalizable experience.
While my research is not generalizable, I would argue generalization is not a goal of my study.
Instead, my major findings and recommendations could still be helpful in providing a blueprint
of successes and failures to other institutions looking to enhance the admissions experience for
their DACAmented/Undocumented students.
As I worked to implement strong action research practices, I relied on my critical friends
group to share ideas, best practices, and feedback. Due to COVID-19 and all classes being
moved online, my original Action Research Methods class critical friends group disbanded. My
new critical friends group was formed through the Action Research Seminar course and was
composed of students conducting their action research at the staff level. We met multiple times
to bounce ideas off each other, read each other’s proposals, and offered assistance in our areas of
expertise when appropriate.
In addition to my critical friends in my graduate program, I had two valuable people
outside of academia that served as validation and feedback groups. The associate director and
assistant director of graduate admissions played important roles in my research as they supported
my efforts to work across departments and assisted with long-term implementation of the
recommendations that came out of my research findings.
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Prestep: Context and Purpose
I established a need was present among the DACAmented/Undocumented graduate
students that graduate admissions was serving when I had multiple constituents express their
concern or lack of satisfaction with the current state of service. These constituents included
feedback from recently admitted DACAmented/Undocumented students,
DACAmented/Undocumented students that were nearing completion of their graduate degree,
and partner offices such as the One Stop Student Center. It can also be assumed we have deterred
prospective students from pursuing graduate studies at the University of San Diego due to there
being no resources or information available to this demographic on our website.
I worked to secure permission to conduct my action research from both my supervisor
(the associate director of graduate admissions) and the assistant director of graduate admissions.
I also met with key stakeholders on campus to learn more about this issue. These stakeholders
included staff in the Office of Financial Aid, the One Stop Student Center, and
DACAmented/Undocumented Student Support Network staff.
A couple recent USD action research projects helped to inform my approach to my
project. Claros (2018) conducted action research in the same office where I currently work; her
work speaks to some of the challenges of implementing organizational changes in a
decentralized office. Canizal (2017) researched students at the graduate level with a
methodology similar to what I envisioned using for my project. Both of these theses have
contributed to my understanding of best practices that can be used to conduct successful action
research. Claros (2018) speaks to the necessary practice of continuous application of caring
leadership (her area of study), which prepared me for designing cycles with long-term strategies
to effect change beyond the constraints of this study. Canizal (2017) conducted cycles
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(journaling, interviews, focus groups, and exit interviews) that inspired the structuring of my
research albeit in a slightly altered format. Additionally, the book Undocumented and in College:
Students and Institutions in a Climate of National Hostility has proven invaluable in informing
my knowledge base on this topic.
The participants in my action research were USD decentralized admissions staff from
each of the schools or colleges outlined in my Context section, in addition to the staff in graduate
admissions. I invited participation through an initial invitation sent via email. I received enough
initial interest through this invite that I did not need to follow up via phone.
Cycle 1: Admissions Staff Survey
Overview
In my first cycle, I sought to establish a baseline understanding of admission’s staff
practices, knowledge, and attitudes toward DACAmented/Undocumented students. To collect
both quantitative and qualitative data, I decided distributing an anonymous survey to graduate
admissions staff would reap the most responses (diagnosis). This informed my planning phase
and how exactly I would design my survey to be accessible but strategic in collecting fruitful
data directly related to my areas of inquiry (planned action). I sent an introductory email to 50
graduate admissions staff members across USD inviting them to take my survey. Finally, I
evaluated the survey results and identified themes that informed the design of my second cycle
(evaluation of action).
Diagnosis
In diagnosing the system in Cycle 1, it was apparent I would require a metric that would
allow for the gathering of both quantitative and qualitative data on admission’s staff practices,
knowledge, and attitudes toward DACAmented/Undocumented students. In an effort to cast a
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wide net and collect data from as many admissions staff as possible, I determined an anonymous
Qualtrics survey would be the best method in providing an accessible (i.e., relatively low
commitment) opportunity for admissions staff to participate in my research. This first step was
necessary because I found a lack of clarity in admission staff’s level of awareness, interest, and
experience in working with DACAmented/Undocumented students. I aimed to establish a
baseline of knowledge to allow for knowledge gaps and themes to emerge that would in turn
influence the nature and scope of my second cycle (one-on-one interviews).
Planned Action
With an understanding that planning action follows careful analysis of context and
purpose, I sought to design a survey that would provide a snapshot that would accurately
measure my areas of inquiry (awareness, interest, and experience of working with
DACAmented/Undocumented students). I was successful in contacting a few key researchers
that led the Immigrant Student National Position Paper project (Jones & Nichols, 2017). They
were able to provide me insight as to types of questions to ask that would accurately gauge staff
sentiment as it relates to DACAmented/Undocumented students. For example, in viewing their
survey, I produced an extensive matrix table question that asked staff to rank their level of
agreement with a variety of statements that included “admitting, enrolling, and supporting
DACAmented/Undocumented students fits within the mission of USD” and “educating
DACAmented/Undocumented students should be a focus of Catholic colleges and universities”.
Their survey was intensive (over 50 questions). I tried to administer a survey that would take 1015 minutes to complete. My final survey was 19 questions and consisted of multiple choice,
matrix tables, open-ended text entry, and rank order questions (Appendix A).
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Taken Action
In October 2020, I sent the introductory email to 50 graduate admissions staff members
across the University of San Diego. The email (titled “Request for input on
DACAmented/Undocumented applicant experience”) introduced my research topic and invited
staff to participate in the first cycle of my research (Appendix B). I provided them a link to my
Qualtrics survey, assured them of anonymity (to produce honest survey responses), and promised
them a follow-up email in the coming weeks that would inquire further about their interest in
participating in the second cycle of my research. I sent two follow-up reminder emails: one the
following week and a final nudge the day before the survey closed. My survey experienced a
healthy response rate of over 50% (26 responses). Multiple staff members reached out
preemptively, identifying themselves as being interested in sitting for an interview.
Interesting data that arose from this action that would not be included in the evaluation of
the survey data were staff responses explaining why they would not be participating in my
research. A staff member explained why they would not be filling out my survey, citing the
program they oversee is aimed specifically at those that work in law enforcement and public
safety. They appropriately concluded this sort of program would be unlikely to attract a
DACAmented/Undocumented applicant. Another staff member claimed they had not interacted
with DACAmented/Undocumented students and surmised this had something to do with the state
licensure requirements required of their program’s graduates.
Evaluation of Action
I designed my online survey to explore the practices and attitudes of USD graduate
admissions staff toward serving DACAmented/Undocumented students. To capture the
institutional narrative, I believe the collected data indeed shed light on staff awareness (or lack
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thereof) of this student population. Additionally, it provided an overview of the various
admission practices (mainly informal) that attempt to meet DACAmented/Undocumented
student needs.
Twenty-three percent of survey respondents estimated there are over 20
DACAmented/Undocumented graduate students currently enrolled at USD, 38% estimated that
there are between six and 20, and 38% estimated there are between one and five. With these
survey results, it is clear staff believe this population attends USD. No staff indicated that they
believed no DACAmented/Undocumented graduate students attend. Knowing that this
population requires special knowledge and support (in both federal, state, and institutional policy
application) to be successful and to stay protected, staff belief these students attend USD is a
critical first step in acknowledging a need for the implementation of best practices to fulfill the
university’s mission statement of creating a diverse and inclusive community. With the
assumption that DACAmented/Undocumented graduate students attend USD comes the great
responsibility to equitably serve these students. Estimates for the actual number of
DACAmented/Undocumented graduate students are unknown because USD does not require
proof of citizenship throughout the application process. Self-disclosure is the only way
admissions staff are made aware of citizenship status and this informal
DACAmented/Undocumented student enrollment data is not maintained through any sort of
record keeping.
Nearly 70% of staff estimated they have assisted one to five prospective
DACAmented/Undocumented graduate students in the last year (19% did not assist
DACAmented/Undocumented students and 12% assisted six or more
DACAmented/Undocumented students). In knowing the frequency that admissions staff are
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encountering prospective DACAmented/Undocumented students, the data collected on staff
confidence level of supporting these students with their unique needs were significant: 44% of
staff indicated they were relatively unconfident. This result indicated an area I hoped to address
in my final cycles: ways in which to increase staff confidence in their ability to work with
DACAmented/Undocumented students.
One hundred percent of surveyed staff think DACAmented/Undocumented graduate
students experience barriers through the application process or once enrolled at USD (58%
designated a lot of barriers and 42% designated some barriers). In assessing the challenges
DACAmented/Undocumented graduate students might experience with the admissions process
in staff member’s respective departments, three primary themes emerged: (a) concerns around
disclosure and safety, (b) resources available to them on campus (including human resources who they can speak to that are knowledgeable about their unique needs), and (c) financial aid
and funding concerns.
On the topic of disclosure concerns, a survey respondent said,
The primary challenge is deciding if or even how to disclose their status to Graduate
Admissions. There is no explicit way. The method used to gather/collect information
from our applicants doesn’t allow for any gray area on certain questions. These applicants
fall into that spectrum, which causes [application] processors to ask follow-up questions
or clarification. This conversation might not be pleasant for both applicant and processor
or even straightforward. The ability to read or listen ‘between the lines’ is vital. Then,
once admitted they may have to repeat the conversation again with another person or
even department.
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Staff expressed concern about confidentiality of these students’ immigration status and
recognized DACAmented/Undocumented applicants may not know who is “safe” to talk with.
In knowing that in most situations there is anxiety around disclosing immigration status, a
compounded challenge arose: the need to disclose multiple times. A respondent described a
challenge as “not being able to obtain full information in one specific place (i.e., needing to be
transferred around campus to get the info they need … no centralized help).” In addition to this
issue being anxiety inducing and stressful, a lack of centralized support can lead to
misinformation and conflicting information being provided by staff with varied levels of
awareness as it relates to policy and best practices. One staff explicated:
The greatest challenge is finding resources specific to Graduate Level programs and
marketing that information so that it is accessible. USD does provide support for all
undocumented students but it is marketed as undergrad specific (even when it isn’t). For
example, I once recommended a student apply to the USD Dream Act, which states
funding is available at any level. But when the student met with [other department] to
discuss the application further, the student was discouraged from applying because the
[other department staff] believed the application was only meant for undergrads. Turns
out the staff member had only worked with undergrads on that application, so they
assumed it was not a resource available to graduates as well.
These types of scenarios can have a dramatic impact on both DACAmented/Undocumented
student’s decision to attend USD and their ability to be successful at our institution. In looking
toward upcoming cycles, I expected the shortcomings of decentralized resources and staff’s lack
of awareness of these resources would continue to surface.
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I asked admissions staff if a prospective DACAmented/Undocumented graduate student
had a question they were not able to answer, who they would refer them to on campus.
Responses were incredibly varied with answers including the DACAmented/Undocumented
student resource page on the USD website, Office of Graduate Admissions, UndocuAlly
members, One Stop Student Center, and DACAmented/Undocumented Student Support Network
Coordinators (who run the semesterly UndocuAlly trainings). I believe this data points to the
way in which admission staff are often part of on-campus networks, interacting with colleagues
across campus from a variety of departments. Unfortunately, the great multitude of varied
responses points to a lack of continuity of understanding as to where expertise on serving this
specific student population can be found. The data shows that different admission staff are
referring DACAmented/Undocumented students to different departments, which most likely
leads to these students needing to disclose multiple times. This is harmful and something I
believe could be avoided if all admissions staff were required to take the UndocuAlly training.
Through this training, trainers make clear how and to whom DACAmented/Undocumented
students should be referred.
Survey response data showed graduate admissions staff were willing and interested in
investing their time and energy into pursuing training on working with
DACAmented/Undocumented students. When asked how many hours each semester they would
pursue training on this topic, no staff designated zero hours. Fifty-four percent said they would
pursue one to two hours a semester, 38% designated three to five hours, and 8% stated more than
five hours. This data (interest in semesterly training) paired with the data that supported that
nearly half of graduate admissions staff were relatively unconfident in supporting these students,
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highlights an opportunity to provide stronger resources and training to help staff feel further
equipped and confident in assisting prospective DACAmented/Undocumented graduate students.
In knowing that graduate admissions staff are autonomously situated within the specific
department they are housed under, resources and training would need to be flexible and
adaptable. A modality that works for one graduate admissions team may not work well for
another. Staff responded with the following needs: “a handbook,” “refresher training every year
or updates as laws and the national dialogue changes for this population,” “training in resources
for these students,” “a direct contact on campus I could ask questions to or refer applicants to,”
“clear department guidelines,” and “I think we need pamphlets or handouts that we can easily
share with prospective students and allies. Something tangible to share all the resources we offer
for DACAmented/Undocumented students rather than scrambling to find those when
conversations arise.” This feedback clearly points to a knowledge gap amongst admissions staff
who have participated in the UndocuAlly training and those who have not. For example, those
who have gone through the UndocuAlly training are made aware of a specific individual who is
the direct contact on campus for applicant referrals.
A final significant takeaway of the survey responses relates to staff’s familiarity with and
engagement in the sole training opportunity currently available to USD staff across campus
(UndocuAlly training). Fifty percent of staff had completed this training, which allowed for a
direct comparison to those who had not. Survey results showed a strong correlation between
participation in this training and confidence in serving DACAmented/Undocumented students, as
83% percent of staff who had taken the UndocuAlly training were confident in their ability to
assist DACAmented/Undocumented students with their unique needs. Conversely, of staff that
had not taken the training, only 17% were confident. These strikingly disparate figures confirm

22
UndocuAlly training is effective in increasing staff confidence in their ability to assist
DACAmented/Undocumented students, which likely has a positive effect on the
DACAmented/Undocumented graduate admissions experience.
When I asked participants that had not attended why they did not attend, themes that
emerged were a lack of awareness (“I did not know it existed”), timing, and prioritization (“I
register and then other meetings or appointments have taken priority”). More concerning were
responses that point to departmental leadership’s lack of interest in pushing attendance for this
training for all staff. A respondent shared, “a previous supervisor discouraged it because they
were going and didn’t see the need for me to attend as well.” Taking a closer look at the ways in
which staff can be encouraged to attend critical training such as the UndocuAlly training or find
other modalities to deliver the material covered in the training was a key focus of my final
research recommendations.
In this cycle, I established a need for a baseline understanding of admission’s staff
practices, knowledge, and attitudes toward DACAmented/Undocumented students. I designed a
survey that I distributed to 50 USD graduate admissions staff and collected both quantitative and
qualitative data. The results of the survey were helpful in identifying several key trends and
knowledge gaps, influencing the personal narratives I sought to collect through conducting
interviews in my second Cycle.
Cycle 2: Admissions Staff Interviews
Overview
In my second cycle, I wanted to collect further personal narratives of graduate admissions
staff who had experience working with DACAmented/Undocumented students or had expressed
interest in participating in an interview because they had personal interest or curiosities about the
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topic. I determined conducting one-on-one interviews would be an ideal setting to have staff
share their stories, experiences, and recommendations (diagnosis). I designed an interview guide
centered on the knowledge gaps and themes that arose in Cycle 1 (planned action). I asked for
volunteers from the same pool of admissions staff that took my survey and conducted 14
interviews (taken action). I used Zoom, Dedoose, and Otter software to collect, organize, and
code the data that produced three central themes: (1) a lack of formal networks and the
development of social desire paths, (2) piecemeal infrastructure and minimal institutional
support, and (3) an institutional challenge of lacking staff awareness and capacity.
Diagnosis
In diagnosing the system in Cycle 2, it was apparent I needed to build on the quantitative
and qualitative data that was collected in my anonymous Cycle 1 surveys. The surveys provided
a snapshot of participating admissions staff practices, knowledge, and attitudes toward
DACAmented/Undocumented students. Next, I wanted to be able to better explain, understand,
and explore admission’s staff opinions, behavior, and experiences working with this student
population on a more personal level. I determined that recruiting admissions staff to participate
in 30-minute one-on-one Zoom interviews would be the best way to examine individual
narratives. Using the data collected in my first cycle, I was able to design semistructured
interview questions that allowed me to collect in-depth information on the previously identified
knowledge gaps and themes.
Planned Action
After careful analysis of context and purpose, I sought to design an interview guide that
would prompt further explication of the knowledge gaps and themes that arose in Cycle 1. These
topics included individual admission’s staff awareness of the issue of
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DACAmented/Undocumented students on campus; their professional role and experience with
these students; institutional practices; institutional climate; challenges faced by
DACAmented/Undocumented students at USD regarding the admission process; institutional
support; and their recommendations for how the university should address the distinct needs of
DACAmented/Undocumented students. I attempted to design an interview guide that could be
adequately addressed in a 30-minute interview timeframe. My final interview guide (Appendix
C) ended up being 15 questions long and I grouped questions by the topics described above. The
participants in this cycle were volunteers from the same pool of decentralized admissions staff
from each of the schools or colleges that I invited to participate in Cycle 1.
Taken Action
In my Cycle 1 introductory email, I promised recipients a follow-up email in the coming
weeks that would inquire further about their interest in participating in the second cycle of my
research. I emailed admissions staff asking if they would be willing to participate in a 30-minute
one-on-one interview related to the topic of better supporting DACAmented/Undocumented
students at the graduate admissions level. I included the following message:
The feedback of all admissions and enrollment staff members are of great value to this
research. Please note that even if you feel that you do not have enough experience or
knowledge of working with DACAmented/Undocumented graduate students, your
interview has the potential to improve how we serve these students at USD.
I wanted to make it clear that I was interested in speaking to a variety of admissions staff and not
just those staff that felt like they had extensive experience and knowledge of working with
DACAmented/Undocumented students. Originally, I planned to have all interviews take place on
campus in participant’s respective offices, however, transitioning to conducting Zoom interviews
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felt seamless and may have contributed to higher participant numbers due to convenience and
comfortability factors.
My invitation to participate in interviews experienced a healthy response rate of over half
of my survey respondents: 14 admissions staff responded to my email inquiry, agreeing to sit for
an interview. I assured all interview participants that although the interview would be recorded
(for coding purposes) all identifying information would be redacted. I did this in the hopes that
participants would speak freely without concern for their name or department being identified in
the publication of my research. I had staff representation from every department across campus
except from the School of Nursing.
Once I conducted interviews, I imported the Zoom audio recordings into the online
software, Otter. Otter is a speech to text transcription application that uses artificial intelligence
and machine learning to generate written transcriptions from audio recordings. I used this
application as I found its transcriptions to be much more accurate than what Zoom offered. I then
imported the Otter transcriptions into Dedoose, a free web application for qualitative data
analysis. I proceeded to code my interviews (which amounted to over 400 minutes of recorded
data) using deductive coding (preset codes). My preset codes included “awareness” (their
awareness of the issue of DACAmented/Undocumented students on campus), “direct
experience” (their role and experience with DACAmented/Undocumented students),
“institutional practice” (recruitment, processes, awareness, records), “institutional climate”
(attitudes towards DACAmented/Undocumented students on campus), “challenges”, “admissions
challenges” (regarding the admission process specifically), “institutional support” (what their
department does or plans to do to support DACAmented/Undocumented students),
“recommendations”, and “UndocuAlly” (training).
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Evaluation of Action
I conducted fourteen 30-minute interviews with admissions staff in primarily studentfacing roles (e.g., executive assistant, admissions coordinator, admissions and outreach adviser)
and also those that hold primarily leadership and managerial roles (e.g., director of marketing
and retention, assistant vice president of enrollment management). I was able to speak with staff
and administrators that have both direct and indirect contact with DACAmented/Undocumented
graduate students. In analyzing the coded data of this diverse reservoir of experience and
perspective, themes arose that included a lack of formal networks and procedures in admissions
(resulting in some departments creating “social desire paths” of informal networks and
procedures), piecemeal infrastructure and a lack of institutional support, and the institutional
challenge of insufficient staff awareness and capacity.
A Lack of Formal Networks and the Development of Social Desire Paths
There were no reports of specific recruiting efforts made by admissions staff to recruit
DACAmented/Undocumented students. Most interviewed staff were uncertain but doubted USD
actively recruited these students. One staff member summarized,
I am not sure that we do a whole lot at the graduate level to actively recruit
undocumented students. I think it’s more of a passive act, they come to us and then we
identify them, and then we work with them. . . . So we recognize that they are out there,
and then do our best to help them feel comfortable enough to identify themselves and
then provide an array of services that are available to them to help them throughout their
journey at USD.
Interviewed staff were aware USD welcomes applications from all students regardless of their
immigration status.
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There was a general understanding that graduate admissions policies are inclusive of
DACAmented/Undocumented applicants. However, there was no mention of a formalized
process for enrolling these students outside of the need to accurately code them to ensure they
are not mislabeled as an international applicant. An interviewee commented, “We treat them as
we would any other applicant.” This hopeful soundbite was similarly mentioned by multiple staff
(“we care about all students” and “we give all applicants the same high level of support”). I feel
suspicious of this line of thinking. Survey results indicate staff acknowledge
DACAmented/Undocumented students face unique barriers to accessing their education, barriers
documented students do not need to overcome to succeed at USD. This presents as an issue of
equality versus equity. Unique barriers to education require additional layers of attention and
support by university staff to equitably serve DACAmented/Undocumented students. Treating
students equally will not allow DACAmented/Undocumented students to advance in higher
education with any sort of parity to their documented peers.
Because formal networks and procedures throughout the admissions and enrollment
process were not present, the degree to which informal networks and procedures were developed
varied greatly across departments. When I coded the interviews, it became clear that within some
departments, individual actions of staff had become collective social desire paths that introduced
new organizational practices to enroll students who were DACAmented/Undocumented. In other
departments, these desire paths were absent. A lack of desire paths resulted in little to no
knowledge of the unique needs of DACAmented/Undocumented students and the resources
available to them at the university level.
Physical desire paths found on landscapes originate from acts of individuals that are
ultimately followed by others. Social desire paths also rely on pioneers or street-level
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bureaucrats, which in my action research, are admissions staff who challenge formal practices
(or the lack thereof) and make paths by charting their own track and going around barriers. As I
was given the opportunity to interview multiple staff members from some of the same
departments, it was clear an assertion of foundational social desire path theory rang true: “for
social desire paths to develop, there must be a large enough group of actors engaging in the same
behaviors to make an imprint on the social structure” (Nichols, 2019, p. 5).
Figure 2
Desire Paths & Social Desire Paths

Note. Image on left reprinted from Kohlstedt, K. (1970). Least Resistance: How Desire Paths
Can Lead to Better Design. 99% Invisible. Image on right is author’s own.
In departments in which I identified only a single pioneer/street-level bureaucrat, their
micro behaviors were not able to develop into collective responses that worked to shift
department culture to being further inclusive of DACAmented/Undocumented applicants. On a
related note, directors of admissions departments who were not cognizant of the unique needs of
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DACAmented/Undocumented students almost always correlated with their “on the ground”
student-facing admissions staff not being cognizant either.
While federal, state, and institutional laws, policies, and practices create barriers to
enrolling DACAmented/Undocumented students (resulting in an organizational structure that
excludes this desired population), departmental staff who are engaging in street-level
bureaucracy are creating “projective, innovative informal practices that allow for the application
to college and subsequent enrollment of students who are DACAmented/Undocumented, even
within the presence of larger constraints” (Nichols, 2019, p. 2). For example, one department
developed a web of support that emphasizes the need for all admissions staff to stay abreast of
best practices in serving these students and be aware of current on-campus resources that are
available. They do this by requiring all admissions staff in their department to become
UndocuAllies through taking the UndocuAlly training. They also prioritize allowing staff to take
this training annually, ensuring their department stays up to date on the frequently changing
legislation and federal and local policy changes that affect this student population. Making this
training a staff requirement seemed to further tread the social desire path. Interviewees from this
department asserted this training opened their eyes to the campus resources that are currently
available and they have worked to make this information more accessible to their applicants.
For example, when asked how their department supported DACAmented/Undocumented
applicants, an interviewee from this department said,
The recruitment piece is challenging because we don’t want to make assumptions. But we
also want to make the information available. So one thing we have done is we have
tailored all of our language in our brochures and in our advertisements so that it is
inclusive of all students. For example, if they have asked for info about financial aid, they
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are not just going to get details about FAFSA. They will get info about the USD Dream
Act as well (which is very hard to find on the website). They also get an email with the
different student organizations including the UndocuAlly network. What we have tried to
do is make the info visible and accessible without necessarily making assumptions about
what that student’s background is.
The approach this department is implementing has parallels to the practice and application of
Universal Design (UD). The Centre for Excellence in Design (2020) defined UD as:
The design and composition of an environment so that it can be accessed, understood,
and used to the greatest extent possible by all people regardless of their age, size, ability
or disability. This is not a special requirement, for the benefit of only a minority of the
population. It is a fundamental condition of good design. (para. 1)
The way in which this department designed their marketing materials align with the principles of
UD including equitable use, flexibility in use, and simple and intuitive use. This is a progressive
approach that contributes to the development of a more inclusive environment.
While these department’s efforts may seem minimal in the big scheme of things, this
level of intentionality and thoughtfulness was not common across campus; it appeared there was
simply a heightened level of awareness of DACAmented/Undocumented students and the
intricacies of the barriers they face. While USD is in the early stages of holistically supporting
DACAmented/Undocumented students, there are ripples of individual actions of street-level
bureaucrats and pioneers who have the potential to continue developing in the direction of
becoming collective processes within their microorganizations (i.e., their departments).
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Piecemeal Infrastructure and a Lack of Institutional Support
Generally, interviewees expressed concern about their overall knowledge of
infrastructures of support across campus. There was confusion around what USD resources are
available to DACAmented/Undocumented students and confusion as to why there appeared to be
limited information related to points of contact available to these students. One staff member
expressed,
There are individuals on campus that are very attentive and attuned to the needs of
DACAmented/Undocumented students. But as a collective system, I don't know that I see
that support network necessarily in place yet. So, you know, how do undocumented
students go about finding those individuals? Are they easily and readily identifiable and
accessible? And really do they have the kind of pull or ability to assist? You know, those
are things that to be truly effective have to be addressed at the system/institutional level.
There's not total ineffectiveness at just the individual level. But to be more effective I
think it will have to move from relying on just these people that have gone through
UndocuAllies training and have a heart for helping those students, to a level up.
A lack of institutional support is problematic in that DACAmented/Undocumented students
already enter the application process with many concerns. My department has repeatedly heard
from DACAmented/Undocumented students that they are unsure of whom to turn to and whom
they can trust. This fear can often be alleviated by knowledgeable admissions, financial aid, and
other student support staff who are aware of the best practices and resources available.
For departments in which informal networks of supporting DACAmented/Undocumented
students have emerged, interviewees were aware of whom they could connect these students to:
Undocumented Student Support Network Coordinators. Although incredible in their commitment
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to supporting DACAmented/Undocumented student’s at USD, these coordinators are only able
to function as ad-hoc leaders of this network because they serve in this role in addition to their
regular full-time positions on campus (one of which is in a faculty role and the other is in an
administrative role).
Some staff expressed the UndocuAlly network is where they turn to when they are
seeking a point person to connect DACAmented/Undocumented students with. While attending
the UndocuAlly training and being listed on USD’s website under the Department Allies link is
welcoming, being designated as a point person comes with the responsibility of being
knowledgeable of the infrastructure of support available at USD and aware of the unique barriers
faced by this student population. How USD can enforce this type of accountability will be an
uphill battle without further formalized infrastructures of support.
Institutional Challenge: Staff Awareness and Capacity
Few interviewees were well informed of institutional procedures and the unique needs of
their DACAmented/Undocumented applicant population. As one staff put it,
I don't feel like I would be competent to help them. I could put them in touch with
people, but I still don't have the confidence, I don't have the experience of going through
that path over and over again. So the challenge would be, does USD really know what
they're doing with DACAmented/Undocumented students? How can we provide that
confidence to students that we know and then, if we “know”, what does that mean? …
There's so much to know around this, Taylor, and so much that I don't know.
Some staff mentioned being familiar with DACAmented/Undocumented students in their
undergraduate experience or in their personal and political lives, but they were not familiar with
this population as it relates to their job in graduate admissions. One staff member shared,
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I think I'm more familiar with undocumented undergraduate students. I think I replied to
your email saying I hadn't even thought about graduate level students really that much.
Because I know that for undocumented undergraduate students there's UndocuAllies and
different things. Like there's more structure around it, to some degree. President Harris
has talked about how they have special funds for housing or different things to try to give
students grants. But I don't think I really put it together with graduate students. Because I
feel like it's more complicated with most of our programs where you have to have work
experience. And how would undocumented students have this? Like, I don't know how it
would work, you know?
Interview data suggested interviewees who were more comfortable in working with
DACAmented/Undocumented students had developed this capacity through learning on the job
through interactions with these students or through taking the UndocuAlly training.
Those interviewed (who obviously had some interest in the topic of serving
DACAmented/Undocumented students since they volunteered their time to sit for the interview)
did call for more opportunities to build their capacity and confidence in serving this population.
There was a strong expressed need for greater attempts to formalize the dissemination of
information on how best to work with these students, which highlights an institutional challenge
USD needs to overcome if we wish to serve students equitably: the development of formalized
policy for serving DACAmented/Undocumented students. Formalized policy would require an
integrated effort to eliminate the siloed departments to ensure all admissions staff are equipped
with the same level of best practices, knowledge, and confidence.
When asked what recommendations for policies, practices, or resources would better
address the needs of these students, interviewed admissions staff responded with an impressive
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array of ideas. Recommendation themes included more awareness and institutional support of the
resources already available on campus (such as the UndocuAlly training and key professional
staff contacts in departments), more readily available information of best practices, resources,
and knowledge sharing for graduate admissions staff, and further student facing resources for
DACAmented/Undocumented applicants. Additionally, interviewees called for a full-time staff
member at USD that would serve as a reliable point person that admissions staff could turn to
when they have questions or concerns about working with this student population. These
recommendations informed my third cycle and are further explained in the following sections.
In this cycle, I set out to examine individual narratives of graduate admission’s staff
opinions, behavior, and experiences working with this student population. I conducted 14
interviews with staff holding a variety of roles across all but one academic department. Coding
the results of the interview helped me determine prominent resource and knowledge gaps,
celebrate processes that build more inclusive practices, and invite recommendations for
improving the level of service we provide to DACAmented/Undocumented students at the
graduate admissions level.
Cycle 3: Webpages for DACAmented/Undocumented Students
Overview
In my third and final cycle, I felt equipped to start implementing deliverables and action
items that arose from the data I collected in my preceding cycles. The data collected in Cycles 1
and 2 highlighted an area that could be improved upon to better support
DACAmented/Undocumented students: a public-facing website with instructions and support
related to how to apply to graduate school at USD (diagnosis). This informed my planning phase
of what I intended to include in the website (planned action), and allowed me to confidently
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design, create, and publish the website (taken action). Finally, I collected data on how frequently
this website is used through Google’s Data Analytics tool and collected feedback from
colleagues on the site (evaluation of action).
Diagnosis
In diagnosing the system in Cycle 3, it was apparent graduate admissions staff had
identified a need for a website for DACAmented/Undocumented applicants to reference when
applying to USD graduate and doctoral programs. Staff signaled this website would serve two
purposes. One, the website would provide applicants valuable and nuanced information about the
application process that specifically pertains to people that are DACAmented/Undocumented.
Two, the website would serve as a powerful tool in welcoming these students to the university. A
staff member said,
How are we supposed to consider ourselves inclusive to these students if they don’t see
themselves anywhere on our website? They have to overcome unique challenges when
applying to graduate school. We shouldn’t make this any more challenging for them than
it already is. A website would communicate, ‘we see you.’
Before this research, graduate admissions did not have any information specifically
targeting DACAmented/Undocumented students anywhere on its website.
Planned Action
After careful analysis of what the purpose of a website for DACAmented/Undocumented
applicants would serve and examining the context of being situated within the larger USD
website, I realized two webpages were needed: one for students at the applicant phase and
another for students that have been recently admitted. I worked with University Web Services
staff to be trained on how to use Cascade. Cascade is USD’s web content management system.
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The tool allows you to easily publish content on USD’s website without extensive technical
expertise.
I aimed to design sites centered on the user experience, which meant resources for staff
would not be included. For example, if a document were created that included best practices for
how to work with DACAmented/Undocumented students, it would need to be housed outside of
this student-focused website. I intended the website to be helpful yet simple. I purposefully left
out information that could be found elsewhere on the main graduate admissions website so
information and resources specific to this population would be as accessible as possible.
Taken Action
In November 2020, the websites were launched and went live to the public. The
“DACAmented/Undocumented Applicants” page was pragmatic and helpful. Site visitors were
welcomed to the page with the following message, “Whether you are applying to a master's or
doctoral program, here are some helpful tips for going through the admission process as a
DACAmented/Undocumented applicant.” This page linked directly to one of our main Explore
Programs pages that list all final deadlines and to an application checklist.
Most importantly, the page includes tips for completing the USD graduate application.
Research suggests confusion and concerns related to disclosing their citizenship status leads to
DACAmented/Undocumented students never submitting college applications (Nichols, 2017).
To try to combat this issue, specific instructions on how to complete the intimidating citizenship
information section of the application were included. Additionally, I tapped UC Berkeley’s
Undocumented Student Program resources for assistance in designing the language that would
instruct applicants on whether or not they should disclose in their application. Related to the
personal statement, the USD webpage instructs applicants “Please know that you are not required
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to disclose your status in your personal statement or any other part of the application or
admissions process. It’s up to you if you would like to use your personal statement to discuss
your status. Applicants who choose to do this typically do so to help reviewers understand their
circumstances. If you choose to disclose, it will not be used outside the application process.” My
hope is these instructions will help DACAmented/Undocumented applicants feel equipped to
confidently submit their applications.
The website includes instructions on how to request an application fee waiver if the
application fee (ranging from $45–$125, depending on the program) poses a financial hardship, a
link to USD’s DACAmented/Undocumented student resources website, direct contact
information for the two Undocumented Student Support Network coordinators, the financial aid
counselor that specializes in working with these students, and the Toreros Dream Student
Organization. Before publication of this website, this information was hard to locate on USD’s
main site. In addition, much of the information was marketed toward undergraduate students,
which can lead graduate and doctoral students wondering to whom they can feel safe reaching
out.
I designed the “Next Steps for Newly Admitted DACAmented/Undocumented Students”
webpage for (a) students that have recently been admitted to the university and are either
deciding whether or not they want to accept their admission offer or (b) students who have
recently committed to USD and are looking for next steps and more information about the
university and its resources. At this phase of an applicant’s journey, it is critical they have access
to professional staff that can answer questions related to attending USD as a
DACAmented/Undocumented student. To center this focus, the main welcome reads
“Congratulations on your acceptance to the University of San Diego! We know it can be both an
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exciting and stressful time as you consider and navigate your graduate education. At the
University of San Diego, you’ll find a network of individuals — both faculty and staff — who
are committed to supporting you. To help you get connected, please feel free to reach out to one
of our Undocumented Student Support Network Coordinators and/or our Toreros Dream Student
Organization.” The page provides step-by-step instructions on how to accept their offer of
admission and links to relevant campus resources such as UndocuAllies, Disability Resource
Center, and Graduate Student Life.
Evaluation of Action
While it can be hard to immediately tell if the development of this website is effective in
reaching the desired student population, one way of evaluating this action is to pull data from the
Google Analytics tool to track site usage. I was able to analyze data collected on site visits in the
first six months of launch. From October 28, 2020 (initial site launch date) through April 28,
2021, the new sites have had 633 page views. While this might seem like a nominal figure, it has
to be compared contextually to other graduate admissions webpages. For reference, during the
same timeframe, our tenth most visited page (our “Graduate Admission COVID-19 FAQ” page)
collected 1,836 page views. Our DACAmented/Undocumented related pages are receiving over
one third of the page views of our most frequently visited pages. While there is no way to
confirm the demographics of who accounts for these page views (visitors may or may not be
DACAmented/Undocumented themselves), the University Web Services team anecdotally
shared that they have found users do not generally browse pages that are not relevant to them.
For example, domestic students do not generally visit USD’s International Center page. Further
noteworthy data are visitors to these DACAmented/Undocumented related pages spend an
average of 63 seconds on the page (before either clicking away or closing out). This statistic
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compares very closely to the average time spent on all graduate admissions webpages, 59
seconds. These data could mean that these page views are not accidental. Rather, visitors are
purposefully visiting them and perusing the site for information in a very similar way to our
other pages. Considering this, I remain hopeful that this site is reaching its intended audience:
prospective DACAmented/Undocumented graduate and doctoral students.
In Cycle 1, I presumed that a shortcoming of graduate admissions decentralized
organizational structure and staff’s lack of awareness of available resources would be an issue.
This cycle exposed this as an accurate presumption. Throughout the process of conducting my
action research, I had conversations with colleagues across departments. In multiple instances, I
would explain the relatively recent creation of these new webpages. This information would
most often be met by surprise by my colleagues, which is unfortunate given my office
specifically highlighted these new webpages when we introduced the new graduate admissions
website. These pages were released concurrently as a part of the larger USD-wide website
initiative: Web 2.0. Special care needs to continue to be given to make admissions staff across
campus aware of this resource, so they can advertise it to students if they self-disclose. However,
the Google analytics data is most important to examine because the purpose of these new
websites are for DACAmented/Undocumented students to be able to find and access via web
searches without needing to first disclose to a staff member and be put in touch that way.
A final hopeful outcome of the publication of these webpages is the ripple effect a
resource like this page can have in a tight-knit university setting. During the 2021 spring
UndocuAlly training, departments share out progress they have made in better supporting these
students. My department screenshared our new webpages with the group. An assistant director in
the law school shared that she was going to be looking into trying to replicate something similar
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to our webpages for DACAmented/Undocumented applicants in the Law School. This
experience exemplifies slight treading of a desire path in real time: once a single department
models a new resource for students, others are more likely to follow suit. When and if
appropriate, when introduced to DACAmented/Undocumented students that have matriculated to
USD since the launch of these new webpages, I plan to ask them about their experience applying
and enrolling at the university and inquire as whether or not they utilized these pages as a
resource.
In my final cycle, I filled an established resource gap by designing, creating, and
publishing a website for DACAmented/Undocumented students at USD. The website was
comprised of two webpages, one for prospective students (“DACAmented/Undocumented
Applicants”) and another for newly admitted students (“Next Steps for Newly Admitted
DACAmented/Undocumented Students”). I used Google Analytics to track how many people
these webpages have reached since initial launch in November 2020. To date, the data shows
strong engagement and viewership; metrics are very similar to other graduate admissions
webpages.
Limitations
There are a variety of limitations to my action research. The first of which relates to staff
participation. While my survey experienced a healthy response rate of over 50% and I was able
to conduct interviews with staff in a wide variety of roles from most all departments, participants
opted into the research. I most likely did not collect sufficient data and narratives from staff that
have negative or neutral opinions on working with the DACAmented/Undocumented student
population. I am assuming that those that were willing to volunteer their time to participate in
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one or both cycles are staff that are more likely to have favorable experiences, viewpoints, and
ideas to improve student support services for these students.
A second limitation of my project is a lack of generalizability. My action research is
context specific: the findings of my research are only directly relevant to graduate admissions at
the University of San Diego. If this study were to be conducted at another university, it would
most likely yield different results. Despite this, I would argue that my study could be relevant to
other schools (graduate admission departments or otherwise) due to the fact that
DACAmented/Undocumented students are historically underserved and many of the institutional
and organizational barriers present within my study are most likely present at other institutions.
A third limitation my project has relates to my coding process and validity. In hindsight, I
wish I had created a codebook with definitions for all of my codes along with examples of how
to use the codes in practice. A codebook would have helped me stay further organized and
consistent throughout coding and provide context to anyone that may examine my data in the
future. There is also inevitable research bias in how I evaluated the data collected in Cycle 1 and
2. An example of a bias I am aware I hold relates to my personal belief that, generally, graduate
admissions staff at USD do not prioritize educating themselves on how best to serve
DACAmented/Undocumented students. This research bias most likely led to me coding the data
in ways that support this bias. Additional validity could have come from multiple researchers
using my preset codes and then comparing the work to limit bias.
Major Findings and Recommendations
Throughout the process of conducting my action research, major findings surfaced that
align with recommendations the University of San Diego should consider implementing to better
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support DACAmented/Undocumented graduate students. Below you will find a brief summary
of my research findings and related recommendations.
Formalizing Networks of Support
Formal networks and procedures for working with DACAmented/Undocumented
students throughout the admissions and enrollment process were not present. Because of this, the
degree to which informal networks/procedures had been developed varied greatly from
department to department. While USD is in the early stages of holistically supporting
DACAmented/Undocumented students, there are ripples of individual actions of street-level
bureaucrats and pioneers who have the potential to continue developing in the direction of
becoming collective processes within their microorganizations (i.e., their departments). To
expedite the process of serving DACAmented/Undocumented students more equitably and
enforce accountability of student serving staff to be aware of best practices and resources
available to these students, further formalized infrastructures of support will be required.
Recommendations related to this finding include:
Recommendation 1: Hire a full-time staff member to serve DACAmented/Undocumented
students and support staff situated within functional offices across campus.
This person would serve as a reliable point person that admissions staff could reach out to
when they have questions or concerns about working with this student population. Pressure
would be removed from the Undocumented Student Support Network Coordinators who
currently serve in this informal role. This staff member would build a dedicated program for
DACAmented/Undocumented students that offers holistic services, including recruitment and
admissions, advising, and funding. Additionally, staff would systematically assess satisfaction,
needs, and outcomes for DACAmented/Undocumented students either annually or bi-annually.
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The lack of a full-time staff member serving DACAmented/Undocumented students has
implications on how USD is being accountable for enacting its mission and values, especially as
it relates to its’ most recent strategic plan, Envisioning 2024 (University of San Diego). The
strategic plan states the university’s intent to become an anchor institution (“engage our
communities in deep, democratic and meaningful partnerships, with a shared vision and
collaborative effort”), practice changemaking (“infuse the entire university with a spirit and
practice of changemaking, where innovation and entrepreneurship lead to positive change”), and
access and inclusion (“expand access and demonstrate inclusive excellence to benefit the
learning and success of all students, advance educational equity, and become a first-choice
university for underrepresented students”). While such goals, messaging, and intention is nice, it
sends mixed messaging if action is not taken.
What would a deep, democratic, and meaningful partnership with the local community
look like (i.e., an anchor institution)? One in which the broader San Diego community
recognizes that USD is committed to making campus inclusive and accessible to students who
live in the community in which it is situated. 28,000 DACAmented/Undocumented young adults
between the ages of 16-24 reside in San Diego (Migration Policy Institute, 2018). This is a
substantial DACAmented/Undocumented population that could be further engaged and help to
fulfill the vision of Envisioning 2024’s access and inclusion pathway. Transforming USD into a
first choice institution for underrepresented students therefore requires attending to this unique
student group whose educational promise is imperiled by the tumultuous political climate and
our own institutional barriers to the high quality education offered at USD (Prieto & Silva,
2018). If the university wishes to maintain its’ status as a changemaker campus (a designation
that recognizes colleges and universities globally that have embedded social innovation as a core
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value) and truly practice changemaking, it must not send mixed messages to
DACAmented/Undocumented students, their families, the USD community, and the greater San
Diego community: hiring a full-time staff member is imperative.
This recommendation would require resource allocation; funding to pay for a new
employee’s salary and other related costs associated with the work of this type of student, staff,
and faculty support. This barrier would need to be overcome by the leadership of USD, those
with the formal authority to distribute funding. Because this position would not just serve
admissions, admissions departments would not fund this new hire alone. Although perhaps this is
how the position could be funded: by siphoning a small proportion from the budget from each of
the many departments that would be positively impacted by this new position. This additional
line item would simply need to be prioritized by administration.
Recommendation 2: Extend the policy that dictates free room and board for undergraduate
students to include graduate students.
To date, the number of available scholarships available for DACAmented/Undocumented
undergraduate students have not been filled by admitted students. The financial implications of
extending this policy to include graduate students would only lessen the excess reserve pool at
this point in time. Further down the road when more DACAmented/Undocumented students at
all education levels are admitted, this policy would need to be reevaluated to determine where
additional funding would come from.
Building Out Infrastructures of Support
Generally, interviewees expressed concern about their overall knowledge of
infrastructures of support across campus. There was confusion around what USD resources are
available to DACAmented/Undocumented students and confusion as to why there appeared to be
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limited information related to points of contact available to these students. This is problematic
because DACAmented/Undocumented students enter the application process with many
concerns, questions, and fears about the process. These issues can often be alleviated by
knowledgeable admissions/financial aid/other student support staff who are aware of best
practices and resources available. There was a clear distinction between those that had completed
the UndocuAlly training and those that did not, as it related to their knowledge and confidence of
working with DACAmented/Undocumented students. Recommendations related to this finding
include:
Recommendation 1: Require UndocuAlly training for all graduate admissions staff.
A direct result of this requirement would be staff would be well-informed on current
immigration policy, key challenges facing this population, and critical campus resources. If a
professional staff member is hired, there could be the capacity to design an UndocuAlly training
catered to admissions staff or graduate admissions staff specifically (this would be most ideal).
Recommendation 2: Offer an UndocuAlly “refresher” course once a semester.
This training would be a 1-hour training that would provide staff the opportunity to stay
up to date on frequently changing immigration policies, provide an opportunity to coalition build
and get questions answered, and practice skills through role-playing.
Recommendation 3: University leadership advocate for the importance of UndocuAlly
training.
Further representation from Deans or the Office of the President would greatly help in
spreading the word about this training opportunity. Better advertising of this training is required
to ensure all staff are aware of when it is being offered. Support from leadership would improve
the chances that staff would prioritize it despite busy schedules.

46
Further Develop Staff Awareness & Capacity
Few staff were well informed of institutional procedures and the unique needs of their
DACAmented/Undocumented applicant population. Interview data suggested that those more
comfortable in working with DACAmented/Undocumented students had developed this capacity
through learning on the job through interactions with these students or through taking the
UndocuAlly training. Staff called for more opportunities to build their capacity and confidence in
serving this population and expressed a need for greater attempts to formalize the dissemination
of information on how best to work with these students and relevant campus resources.
Participants looking to improve policies, practices, and resources to better address the needs of
these students requested more accessible information of best practices, resources, and knowledge
sharing for graduate admissions staff. A recommendation related to this finding includes:
Recommendation: Create a “live” Google document manual for graduate admissions staff to
build staff awareness and capacity.
This is a recommendation that I am personally committed to building during the summer
of 2021. I will create the manual and have it co-signed by the Undocumented Student Support
Network Coordinators (to build further credibility for the resource). While the manual will be
created with a lens on admissions, pieces of the manual may very well be transferable and
relevant for use by other departments across USD. The manual will include the following
sections:
-

Brief history of DACAmented/Undocumented students in higher education and at USD

-

Key terms explained (migrant, DACAmented, undocumented, DREAMer, mixed status,
lawful permanent resident, ICE/CBP)

-

Local, state, and federal laws and legislation
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-

Scholarship resources

-

Financial aid information

-

Health information (e.g. health insurance)

-

Clearly articulated USD policies and rules

-

Key differences between ally vs. advocate

-

Frequently asked questions (e.g. “If I suspect someone is DACAmented/Undocumented,
can I ask them directly?”)

-

Links to all of our current USD webpages that support these students

-

Contact information for all “experts” on campus (in Financial Aid, etc.)

-

A one-pager PDF designed for distribution directly to DACAmented/Undocumented
students that includes clear list of USD resources available to them

-

Best practices (e.g. “how use further inclusive language in marketing materials”)

-

Boilerplate statement of support departments can display on their website

-

USD’s ecosystem of support (Figure 3). This is not currently available anywhere besides
the UndocuAlly training. Clarify that free room and board is currently not available to
DACAmented/Undocumented graduate students as it is for undergraduate students.
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Figure 3
USD’s Ecosystem of Support for DACAmented/Undocumented Graduate Students

In an effort to build a graduate admissions community that is committed to equitably
serving DACAmented/Undocumented students, those that have access to this document will be
granted comment access (this is an option made available via Google document’s “Commenter”
setting). This will encourage staff to engage with the document, leave comments, ask questions,
and share further resources. Further collaboration amongst departments is a secondary goal in the
creation of the manual.
I am to complete this manual by the end of summer 2021. I plan to present my research
findings to the Enrollment Management leadership team in September and unveil the final
resource manual at that time. Ideally, the leadership team will help to distribute the manual to
graduate admissions staff in their respective departments across the university. I will personally
distribute it to all research participants and share it with my network.
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Personal & Professional Learning
While there are many ways to increase college access and success for
DACAmented/Undocumented students, graduate admissions offices at USD have the
opportunity to make change from within by fostering a welcoming environment comprised of
committed and well-educated staff. Individual students repeatedly emphasize the importance of
having people on campus who understand their unique needs and are in positions to help them.
To affect change, USD needs to further embrace DACAmented/Undocumented students and
have the infrastructure and training to provide necessary support and guidance. By adopting
“undocufriendly” policies and practices now, USD can be trailblazers in demonstrating their
commitment to some of the United States’ most promising yet underserved students.
I am passionate about this research, this work, and this student population. I plan to
continue to advocate for this community by attempting to get my research published in higher
education journals, present my findings at conferences, and network to build coalitions of
support within the greater higher education community. I plan to share my research with the
Enrollment Management leadership team at their upcoming quarterly meeting in September 2021
and disburse it to all graduate admissions staff across campus.
Conducting this action research has been an affirming and empowering learning
experience. I am proud of the outcomes of this work and it has been incredibly rewarding to
conduct research that aligns with my value of equitable access to a college education. My
journey through the Master’s in Higher Education Leadership program, and especially my work
on this project, has given me the chance to continue to grow both professionally and personally. I
am grateful to all of my research participants, the support I received from both faculty and my
peers, and the immeasurable contributions of the DACAmented/Undocumented community.
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Appendix A
Survey Questionnaire
The Undocumented Graduate Student Experience at USD (Action Research Survey)
Start of Block: Default Question Block
Opener Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey on the undocumented graduate
applicant experience at the University of San Diego. The feedback of all USD staff and faculty
members is of great value to this research.
1 Please enter your estimate of the number of undocumented graduate students currently enrolled
at USD.

o 0 (1)
o 1-5 (2)
o 6-20 (3)
o Over 20 (4)
2 In the past year, provide your best estimate of how many times you have assisted a prospective
undocumented graduate student.

o 0 (1)
o 1-5 (2)
o 6-20 (3)
o Over 20 (4)
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3 In my position at the University of San Diego...
Neither
Strongly
Agree
agree nor
agree (1)
(2)
disagree
(3)

Disagree
(4)

Strongly
disagree
(5)

Not
applicable
(6)

I am confident in
my ability to assist
undocumented
graduate students
with their unique
needs (2)

o

o

o

o

o

o

Other staff
members in my
department are
aware of
DEPARTMENTAL
practices related to
undocumented
graduate students
(3)

o

o

o

o

o

o

Other staff
members in my
department are
aware of
INSTITUTIONAL
practices related to
undocumented
graduate students
(4)

o

o

o

o

o

o

4 What kinds of challenges do you think an undocumented graduate student might experience
with the admissions process in your department?
_______________________________________________________________
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5 How many barriers do you think undocumented graduate students experience at USD?

o A lot of barriers (1)
o Some barriers (2)
o No barriers (3)
Skip To: 6 If How many barriers do you think undocumented graduate students experience at
USD? = No barriers
5.1 What do what you feel is the biggest barrier to accessing education for undocumented
graduate students at USD? Rank the following by dragging the list options to reorder (rank 1
being the biggest barrier to 4 being the smallest barrier).
______ Fear related to uncertainties of related laws (federal, state, USD specific) (1)
______ Confusion around what resources USD can offer these students (2)
______ Not enough financial aid for students to attend (3)
______ Other (please be specific) (5)
6 Please rank your level of agreement with the following statements.
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Strongly
agree (1)

Agree (2)

Neither agree
nor disagree
(3)

Disagree (4)

Strongly
disagree (5)

USD is
welcoming to
students who
are
undocumented
(1)

o

o

o

o

o

USD publicly
supports
students who
are
undocumented
(2)

o

o

o

o

o

Admitting,
enrolling, and
supporting
undocumented
students fits
within the
mission of
USD (3)

o

o

o

o

o

USD should
do more to
support
students who
are
undocumented
(4)

o

o

o

o

o

Educating
undocumented
students
should be a
focus of
Catholic
colleges and
universities
(5)

o

o

o

o

o
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USD has
special
programs
and/or
outreach for
undocumented
students (6)

o

o

o

o

o

Supporting
undocumented
students is not
a part of my
role at USD
(7)

o

o

o

o

o

7 If a prospective undocumented graduate student had a question that you were not able to
answer, who would you refer them to on campus? How would you refer them (email, provide
phone number, etc.)?
____________________________________________________________
8 Does your department recruit and/or support undocumented graduate students?

o Yes (1)
o No (2)
o Unsure (3)
Display This Question:
If Does your department recruit and/or support undocumented graduate students? = Yes
8.1 How does your department recruit and/or support undocumented graduate students?
_______________________________________________________________
Display This Question:
If Does your department recruit and/or support undocumented graduate students? = Unsure
8.2 In what ways do you think your department may recruit and/or support undocumented
graduate students?
_______________________________________________________________
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9 What resources or training would help you feel further equipped to assist prospective
undocumented graduate students? (e.g. UndocuAlly training specific to admissions)
_______________________________________________________________
10 How many hours in a semester would you be interested in pursuing training on assisting
undocumented graduate students?

o 0 hours (1)
o 1-2 hours (2)
o 3-5 hours (3)
o More than 5 hours (4)
11 Are you familiar with the UndocuAlly Training that USD offers every fall and spring
semester? For further info see "Links to Campus Partners and USD Allies-"
at https://www.sandiego.edu/immigration-dialogue/undocumented/

o Yes (1)
o No (2)
12 Have you completed USD's UndocuAlly training?

o Yes (1)
o No (2)
Display This Question:
If Have you completed USD's UndocuAlly training? = Yes
12.1 When did you complete the training? (e.g. Spring semester, 2020)
_______________________________________________________________
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Display This Question:
If Have you completed USD's UndocuAlly training? = No
12.2 Why have you not attended USD's UndocuAlly training?
_______________________________________________________________
13 Is there anything else you would like to share that was not captured in your previous
responses?
_______________________________________________________________
End of Block: Default Question Block

60
Appendix B
Introductory Email
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Appendix C
Interview Guide

